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I.

Thesis Summary
This thesis is a study on the Columbia neighborhood Arsenal Hill. It is one of the oldest

neighborhoods in Columbia, but most of the neighborhood’s history is largely erased. In this
paper, I studied the progression of change in Arsenal Hill with the goal of assessing who wielded
power and to what extent race played a role in the neighborhood’s development. I find that race
was the fundamental mover of change and that all other decisions and factors revolved around it.
The initial decline of the neighborhood stemmed from its racial heterogeneity which then
progressed into developers seeing Arsenal Hill as a neighborhood that could boost the Columbia
economy so long as the demographics were completely changed. What happened, however, was
that developers were successful in changing the demographics, but not in the redevelopment
plan. Neither the ousted residents nor the neighborhood was better off from Arsenal Hill’s urban
renewal.
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II.

Introduction
The Arsenal Hill neighborhood sits in the northwestern corner of the downtown area of

Columbia, SC. Its boundaries are often contested by residents. The most liberal demarcation of
the neighborhood would be between the following streets: Assembly St, Gervais St, Huger St,
and Elmwood St, but the most common boundary is Hampton St rather than Gervais St, for a
total of 36 blocks. While Arsenal Hill is one of the oldest neighborhoods in Columbia, looking at
neighborhood today does not easily reveal its history. In the northeast corner are various office
and government buildings, many of which are in former homes. These homes encase the
Governor’s Mansion from the heavily trafficked Elmwood and Assembly streets to the north and
east. In the southeast corner of Arsenal Hill lies Finlay Park, a large urban park intended to be a
feature of downtown Columbia, yet now featuring only a broken water fountain and landscapes
often filled with homeless people. At the top of the park is a subdivision named Governor’s Hill,
a small set of luxury homes that are entirely out of place in terms of size, exclusivity, and style.
The western half of Arsenal Hill also shows few memories of the historic neighborhood.
With a few exceptions, the majority of the homes on Pulaski and Wayne streets are new
construction interspersed with blocks of vacant land and, again, office buildings. For a
neighborhood that is touted as being historic, there is little remaining that highlights its history.
Indeed, Arsenal Hill looks and feels like a neighborhood that has undergone a series of halfcompleted projects that failed to take shape. The push for these projects aligns with the city’s
fear of a declining urban population. Table 1 shows the population change in Columbia during
this time period. There was a consistent increase in the population because of the incorporation
of new suburbs, but the population began to peak entering the 1970s and decline in the 80s and
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90s. The city pushed strongly for urban renewal in neighborhoods like Arsenal Hill in the 60s
and 70s because they wanted to avoid the population loss that they later saw.
Table 11
Census Year
Population
1880
10,036
1890
15,353
1900
21,108
1910
26,319
1920
37,524
1930
51,581
1940
62,396
1950
86,914
1960
97,433
1970
112,542
1980
101,208
1990
98,052
2000
116,278
2010
129,272

What adds to the story is that Arsenal Hill, which used
to have a high percentage of black residents, is now
only 13.5% black2. As I will show in this thesis, race,
more than any other factor, was driving force in
reshaping the neighborhoods urban form, guiding
everything from the demolition of homes to the
development of neighborhood master plans.
In this thesis, I will trace the path that Arsenal Hill
went on from its inception to today with respect to the
relationship that the development had with race. I will

show that each of the individual movers of change – governments, development planners,
landlords, etc. – were motivated by altering the racial landscape of Arsenal Hill. Each step
compounded on the previous rendering black Arsenal Hill residents unable to escape. This thesis
begins with a survey of urban development nationally and how it adversely affected black
people. The next section describes the early years of Arsenal Hill and how it was set up for
future struggles. Then, I discuss the Home Owner’s Loan Corporation and its efforts to formalize
segregation and amplify inequality between black and white residents. The last section tackles
urban redevelopment in Arsenal Hill and the many setbacks to development plans that leave the
neighborhood where we see it today.

1

Columbia Population Statistics from 1890 to 2010; US Decennial Census
US Census Bureau; American Community Survey, DP05; generated by Samira Nematollahi; using data.census.gov;
<>; April 14, 2020
2
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III.

Methods

In order to study the change over time of Arsenal Hill’s urban form with a focus on the
role of race, I employ both qualitative and quantitative forms of data. The launching pad of this
thesis was household data collected by the US Census between 1880 and 1910. This data was
collected from an online database by a fellow student, and I then cleaned the data so it could be
geocoded. With that, I was able to map the head of households residing in Arsenal Hill, and to
sort them by race to find correlations in living patterns. I also used a range of federal and local
government documents to track the policies that drove the development of Arsenal Hill. In
addition, the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation Security Maps not only provided quantitative
data on the demographics of the neighborhood, but also provided a subjective account of the
neighborhood and allowed certain biases of the government officials to be revealed. I consulted
city development master plans, which provided goals and benchmarks for the redevelopment of
Arsenal Hill. These documents tend to be more objective, but they also helped reveal underlying
assumptions and motives behind the redevelopment projects.
To provide further context, I used newspaper to evince the perspectives and beliefs of
members of the Columbia community. Two local newspapers that had extensive coverage on
urban renewal were The State and the now defunct The Columbia Record. These publications
largely reflect the white experience and leave out the perspective of black residents. Both
reported on the major decisions that the local government and the ensuing back and forth with
residents. Newspapers are valuable in understanding the local level forces driving change and
which groups of people yielded the most social and political clout. In addition, I used the
historic photograph collections of two members of Columbia’s Urban Rehabilitation
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Commission, Joseph Winter and Mable Payne, to evaluate the ways the conditions of homes in
slum neighborhoods were assessed.
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IV. Background
Race is a tool that has shaped, and continues to shape, the built environment. Omi and
Winant refer to instances in which race is used to construct the built environment as “racial
projects,” which together comprise the “racial formation”, that is, the way that racial projects
have organized and reorganized society in relation to societal power structures.3 This view
enables a broader understanding of the relationship between race and the organization of society,
and particularly the reciprocal shaping process between race and urban form. In this thesis, I am
guided by the concept of racial projects and use the case of the Arsenal Hill neighborhood in
Columbia, SC to examine how racial projects at the national scale were practiced at a local scale.
While my primary focus is on the relationship between race and neighborhood
development on the 1900s, the foundation for this racial relationship was set during the
Antebellum period. Though slavery was primarily concentrated in the rural areas, there were
many enslaved people in cities, and the lives of the urban enslaved are commonly overlooked.
One important facet of the urban enslaved was their ability to live separately from their owners,
although ‘living out’ was not necessarily the case for all. This separation resulted in the
development of alleys and streets that were distinctly for and occupied by black people, free or
enslaved. What was initially done for the sake of convenience carried forward into a pattern of
residence that was seen throughout urban areas in the United States.4 As historical maps of
southern urban areas make evident, future urban development was built on that antebellum
structure.

3

Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States, 3 edition (New York: Routledge, 2014).
Richard Schein, “Urban Form and Racial Order,” Urban Geography 33 (October 1, 2012): 942–60,
https://doi.org/10.2747/0272-3638.33.7.942.
4
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In the post-bellum period, neighborhoods were mixed race because there was no room to
develop large concentrated residential areas. People tended to live close to where they worked
because they lacked access to transportation that would allow them to live further away. As a
result, segregation typically occurred at the micro scale with black and white people of varying
social stating living in the same neighborhoods. However, changes in transportation enabled the
construction of suburbs and the spreading out of cities. With the development of streetcar
suburbs starting in the 1900s, white residents were able to move out of the urban areas and into
larger racially concentrated neighborhoods. These new neighborhoods were racially homogenous
and remained that way, largely through the use of racially restrictive covenants that prevented
black residents from occupying those homes.5 However, much urban housing remained fairly
informal and was largely defined by pre-1865 patterns of urban life.
The slow move towards more formalized housing laws and urban patterns was crystalized
by the New Deal, which saw an enormous expansion of the government into the housing
industry. Leading the way were the Home Owner’s Loan Corporation (HOLC) and the Federal
Housing Authority (FHA). The HOLC was created in 1933 with the goal of revising the
mortgage system and providing support for the many people on the brink of foreclosure. In some
ways the HOLC was successful, as it established a framework that expanded people’s access to
credit and allowed many people to retain their homes.6 The problem, however, was that the
expansion of credit and mortgage lending was tempered by the fear that people would not be able
to make payments on those mortgages. Following that fear came a systematized approach to

5

Paul A. Groves and Edward K. Muller, “The Evolution of Black Residential Areas in Late Nineteenth-Century
Cities,” Journal of Historical Geography 1, no. 2 (April 1, 1975): 169–91, https://doi.org/10.1016/03057488(75)90184-X.
6 Kenneth T. Jackson, “Race, Ethnicity, and Real Estate Appraisal: The Home Owners Loan Corporation and the
Federal Housing Administration,” Journal of Urban History 6, no. 4 (August 1980): 419–52,
https://doi.org/10.1177/009614428000600404.
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rating the riskiness of loans. While urban development had already been trending in a more
discriminatory path, the HOLC effectively standardized practices for discriminatory lending in
all cities by making the racial makeup of neighborhoods one of the primary criteria for lending
including the age of the homes and the presence of immigrants.
To rate the riskiness of loans, the HOLC created color coded maps that indicated the
desirability of each neighborhood. Neighborhoods were rated according to four categories from
most to least desirable: A (green), B (blue), C (yellow), and D (red). Areas that were put into the
red category were determined to be the riskiest for lenders in terms of returns on their mortgages,
giving rise to the term ‘red-lining’. A-rated, or green neighborhoods, were described as
homogenous in terms of race (only white) and places that people wanted to move. The grading
system goes down there, with each lower rank introducing factors deemed negative: racial
mixing, lower income households, and physical unattractiveness.7 Other New Deal federal
agencies followed suit. The FHA used maps that mirrored the sentiments of the HOLC maps and
included an explicit claim in their documents that “undesirable racial or nationality groups”
impacted their categorization of neighborhoods 8.
The HOLC mapping projects had major impacts. By 1949, one third of home mortgages
were insured by the FHA.9 While HOLC maps were intended to improve the process of
obtaining home mortgages and to encourage home ownership, they had the opposite effect in
neighborhoods that were redlined. Aaronson et al. (2019), for example, found that while the
neighborhood categorization was intended to take note of neighborhood conditions at the time

7

Jackson.
Daniel Aaronson, Daniel Hartley, and Bhashkar Mazumder, “The Effects of the 1930s HOLC ‘Redlining’ Maps
(REVISED February 2019) - Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago,” accessed April 13, 2019,
https://www.chicagofed.org/publications/working-papers/2017/wp2017-12, 9.
9 Aaronson, Hartley, and Mazumder.
8
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the maps were drawn, they also worked to exacerbate the problems by creating a self-fulfilling
prophecy.10 Neighborhoods that were redlined became increasingly occupied by lower income,
minority households, and in turn received less investment into the community because of the
belief that there was little value in the area. Using the case of Baltimore, Aaronson et al. find that
prior to the creation of HOLC maps in 1937 there was “no meaningful difference in the trend in
mortgage originations between B, C, and D neighborhoods.”11 However, after the map’s creation
there was a notable increase in B neighborhoods but no significant change in C and D
neighborhoods (there were not enough A neighborhoods to include it in the study). In looking at
the FHA maps, they found that the lending in D graded neighborhoods “collapses during the late
1930s”, while it increased in the other two areas.12
It is important to note that these maps were not only created and used by the HOLC and
FHA. Rather, local banks and real estate agents likely followed the same strategic categorization
to reach the same results. In a less official manner, real estate agents could control the homes that
they showed to potential buyers, in effect mirroring the expectations set out by the HOLC maps.
In sum, the impact of discriminatory lending is that the neighborhoods that were most in need of
investment were the least supported.
In the post WWII years, the federal government began recognizing that simply expanding
access to mortgages through the FHA and HOLC was not enough to solve the issue of access to
housing and began to focus on public housing and urban rehabilitation. One of the first
significant pieces of legislation was the Housing Act of 1949, which had two goals: the
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Aaronson, Hartley, and Mazumder.
Aaronson, Hartley, and Mazumder, 11.
12 Aaronson, Hartley, and Mazumder, 11.
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construction of 810,000 public housing units and initiating the clearance of slums.13 Prior to the
Housing Act, there was little interest on the part of developers to revitalize neighborhoods,
largely because lower income residential areas were predominantly renter occupied, were
profitable for landlords, and thus there was little incentive for residents to maintain the quality of
the buildings. In addition, there was a substantial expense to either renovate or demolish existing
structures in order to construct new housing. Without federal funds private developers did not
want to take on those projects. This changed with the Housing Act of 1949, which included the
authorization of “$1 billion in loans to help cities acquire slums and blighted land for public or
private redevelopment.”14
This Act was followed by the Housing Act of 1954, an Act that re-emphasized the goals
of the 1949 Act and “jump start[ed] the urban renewal program.”15 By this point, housing
discrimination had taken hold in cities and was apparent to individuals and the government. An
article written by B.T. McGraw, who was the “second-in command” at the Housing and Home
Finance Agency, claimed that the Housing Act of 1954 was a step towards providing fair
opportunity for housing for minorities who had been largely ignored by previous legislation.16
Despite these claims, the results did not align with the Act’s goals. Rather than use urban
renewal as a tool for improving housing for minorities in urban areas, the program “was

13

“Public Housing Timeline, 1933–1993,” Journal of the American Planning Association 78, no. 4 (September 1,
2012): 359–359, https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2012.738167.
14 Alexander von Hoffman, “A Study in Contradictions: The Origins and Legacy of the Housing Act of 1949: Housing
Policy Debate: Vol 11, No 2,” 2000,
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10511482.2000.9521370?casa_token=csc0oh84j0AAAAA%3AOBD5Tpina9ZDmiWN-ChXAu9C3DpFCmriJffXTcFzJ5_PXPi_aLIPCj_fgj7K-M3CwdfXRHll4uKf1Q&,
310.
15 “Public Housing Timeline, 1933–1993.”
16 B. T. McGraw, “The Housing Act of 1954 and Implications for Minorities,” Phylon (1940-1956) 16, no. 2 (1955):
171–82, https://doi.org/10.2307/272718.
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eventually hijacked by the business community and used for their own agenda.”17 For example,
subsidies that were granted by the Housing Act of 1949 were required to be for residential areas
only. As a result, developers targeted the communities that surrounded the central business
districts in an attempt to amplify the economic benefit. This was a common practice for urban
areas in the post-World War II era as they wanted to protect the downtown business districts and
ensure that they are not brought down by surrounding lower value properties. Detroit was one of
the cities to have its residential planning catered towards the needs of the central business
district.18 The 1954 Act loosened this restriction allowing up to 10 percent of funds to go towards
non-residential development.19 In addition, the Act reduced funds given for new public housing
projects, in part due to opposition from real estate agents.
The Housing Act of 1949 planned for the construction of 810,000 public housing units,
but by 1960 only 250,000 of those unit were built.20 While the intention of slum clearance was
that redeveloping “blighted” areas would be beneficial to the community, the effect was that
people in cleared slum areas were out of a home and without any support to find a new
residence. Even when people could be rehoused into affordable units there were still problems.
Traditionally, people lived close to where they worked, and this was especially true for lowincome black residents. Public housing units were often located far from places of work and
schools, and there was no assistance to make up for that.

17

Robert B Fairbanks, “THE HOUSING ACT OF 1954 AND THE WAR AGAINST SLUMS IN THE SOUTHWESTERN
UNITED STATES,” 1997, 20.
18 Professor June Manning Thomas, Redevelopment and Race: Planning a Finer City in Postwar Detroit (Baltimore:
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997).
19 Thomas.
20 Kevin Fox Gotham, “A City without Slums: Urban Renewal, Public Housing, and Downtown Revitalization in
Kansas City, Missouri,” American Journal of Economics and Sociology 60, no. 1 (2001): 285–316,
https://doi.org/10.1111/1536-7150.00064.
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The expansion of the highway system played hand in hand with the expansion of slum
clearance on primarily black neighborhoods. At a national level, the Secretary of Agriculture,
Henry A. Wallace, saw a connection between the two and argued that highway construction
through blighted areas would be beneficial for communities.21 This same sentiment was carried
by interest groups and urban planners who sought to protect the central business districts from
blight and saw highways as the way to do it. The relocation of residents displaced by highway
construction, however, was not on the radar of developers. Mohl (2002), for example, describes
how a planned highway in Chicago resulted in the demolition of 8,100 housing units without a
plan for the relocation of residents.22 The Federal Highway Act of 1956 sought an expansion of
highway development, but it only gained the support of President Eisenhower and Republican
legislators when the costs of construction and rehousing displaced residents was removed from
the bill. Thus, the responsibility of rehousing was relegated to other agencies without ensuring
that they followed through.23 The impact of highway construction was not slight, with around
37,000 units being destroyed each year in the 1960s.24
In an effort to combat the further racialization of homebuying and the urban form, the
Housing Act of 1968 was passed. The Act took a different approach to aiding people by
providing money directly to private developers and requiring that they create low-cost housing.
The 1968 Act also directed the FHA to lower the standards for obtaining a mortgage for lowerincome people. However, loopholes in the Act led to further discrimination and exploitation.

21

Raymond A Mohl, “The Interstates and the Cities: Highways, Housing, and the Freeway Revolt,” PRRAC —
Connecting Research to Advocacy, January 1, 2002, https://prrac.org/the-interstates-and-the-cities-highwayshousing-and-the-freeway-revolt/.
22 Mohl.
23 Miles Miller, “The Interstates and the City: An Examination of Interstate Highways and the Perception of Slum
Clearance in American Cities” (Thesis, University of Delaware, 2018),
http://udspace.udel.edu/handle/19716/24077.
24 Mohl, “The Interstates and the Cities.”
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Since mortgages became more accessible in “risky” neighborhoods, housing market speculators
could participate in ‘block busting’ which is the practice of
purchas[ing] a house from a white family in a racially mixed neighborhood for a low
price, secur[ing] an FHA guarantee through the Section 235 program, and then resell[ing]
it to an African American family at an inflated price.25
Rather than alleviating the negative impacts of discriminatory lending, Section 235 facilitated the
further segregation of urban areas. Black residents were forced out of their homes set for
demolition by city planners and were then pressured by speculators into purchasing homes of
questionable condition. Even when the government acknowledged that its policies were
discriminatory and accelerating segregation, efforts made to resolve the problem were unfruitful.
Lacking access to home ownership, African Americans have been at a significant disadvantage
in terms of wealth accumulation which has in turn translated into inequalities in every area of
life.
In the following sections I will go through the history of Arsenal Hill until today with
respect to the ties that its development had with race. Many of the ways that Arsenal Hill
residents were affected by urban development parallel the national trends, so this section will be
used as a framework for the remainder of the thesis.

25

Kevin Fox Gotham, “Separate and Unequal: The Housing Act of 1968 and the Section 235 Program,” Sociological
Forum 15, no. 1 (2000): 13–37.
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V.

Early Arsenal Hill

Beginnings of Arsenal Hill
From Arsenal Hill’s inception, it was a mixed-race neighborhood. While rural slavery
dominated most of South Carolina, slavery was also common in cities, including in Columbia.
Some enslaved people would live on their owner’s property, but a common trend was to live
separately in back alleys or other designated areas where other enslaved or free black people
would live.26 While there was some attempt to treat free and enslaved black people differently,
the racial divide between white and black was clear, and life became similar for both groups.
Although there were free black people in rural areas, by 1860 an overwhelming majority of them
(77%) resided in the city because there was more opportunity.27 During this time Columbia was
also more than 60% black28, but post-Civil War, the ratio moved in the opposite direction and by
1920 Columbia was more than 60% white.29
After the Civil War, black people saw a huge expansion in rights and opportunities.
Discriminatory policies of the Jim Crow Era had not yet begun, and black and white people
could participate in the same things. The 1880 US Census also indicates that blacks and whites
were still living together in Arsenal Hill. The neighborhood itself was over 60% black, and a
mapping of the heads of households shows that they were relatively evenly mixed throughout the
neighborhood with the exception of a slightly greater concentration of black residents west of
Gadsden St.

26

John Hammond Moore, Columbia and Richland County: A South Carolina Community, 1740-1990 (Columbia, S.C:
University of South Carolina Press, 1993).
27 Moore, 139.
28 Moore, 119.
29 Moore, 277.
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Providing a glimpse into the layout of cities in the 19 th and 20th centuries are the Sanborn
Fire Insurance Maps. These maps were created for insurance underwriters and provide a detailed
view of all of the structures in the city. Figure 1 below is a map of Arsenal Hill from the 1919
Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps. The yellow structures are made of wood and are primarily
residential structures while the pink structures are made of brick or tile.
Figure 130

For Arsenal Hill, the Sanborn Maps reveal interesting correlates for the neighborhood in
terms of the location of certain institutions. For example, Howard School, which was for black

30

Sanborn Fire Insurance Map Company, “Columbia, 1919 June,” South Caroliniana Library
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students, was located across the street from the city and county jail, which were also surrounded
by residential properties. Data from the 1880 and 1900 Census reflect that most of the people
living in the blocks surrounding Howard School and the jail were black. In a different section of
the neighborhood, the Governor’s Mansion also impacted the residence patterns early on. While
located centrally in the neighborhood there are significantly fewer people that live around the
Mansion compared to other areas, according to the 1880 and 1900 Censuses. However, the 1900
and 1910 Censuses begin showing the steps towards a segregated Arsenal Hill, with the
northeastern corner becoming much more heavily concentrated by white residents. The data also
show another pocket of white residence to the south near Finlay Park and between Park St and
Assembly St.
Figure 2 maps the 1880, 1900, and 1910 Census data for Arsenal Hill. These maps only
show heads of households, and the racial category “mulatto” has been combined with “black” for
the sake of ease. The blue points on the map indicate a white head of household and the red
points indicate a black head of household. The 1880 map shows significantly fewer residents
with more even racial mixing, but with each successive map racial segregation becomes more
evident. By 1910, there still is some integration, but micro-segregation begins to take hold at the
block level and the northeastern corner starts to distinguish itself as the white part of Arsenal
Hill.

18

Figure 231

1880 Census by Race

1900 Census by Race

1910 Census by Race

Another aspect of the urban form is the existence of alleys in Arsenal Hill. As mentioned,
these alleys began as places for enslaved black people to live near their owners. The end of
slavery did not come with the abandonment of these alleys. Lacking financial resources, many
freed slaves had to remain in the alleys, and likely in the employ of the same owners. The 1880

“Census Data Mappings for Arsenal Hill by Race: 1880 – 1910”; US Decennial Census, 1880, 1900, 1910,
Columbia SC
31
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Census did not include alleys in its data for Arsenal Hill, and the 1900 Census only included
Canal Alley, which bisected the 1800 block of Huger St towards Pulaski St. From that 1900
Census data, it is clear that all of the residents of Canal Alley were black families, a trend that
would continue in censuses to come.
In addition to institutions and alleyways, the topography of Arsenal Hill was also a
driving factor in where people would live. While it is typically described as the neighborhood on
the hill (which made it a desirable place to live when the city was starting out), the hill is only in
the northeast corner and bound by Gadsden St and Laurel St. The areas outside of this corner
slope downward significantly, and that sometimes steep downward slope made those areas
significantly less desirable for residents. In a practical sense, there would be no issues with
drainage on the hill, and superficially, residents would have a nice view southward of the rest of
the city. Thus, it is evident why the Governor’s Mansion and white residents clustered in that
section of Arsenal Hill. The rest of Arsenal Hill slopes downward and correlates with the less
desirable parts of the neighborhood that have areas prone to flooding. 32
Layered onto racial difference is a difference in occupations. Table 2 shows the number
of heads of households, by race, that hold one of the following three occupations: laborer,
servant, washer. These three occupations were chosen because they existed in census data
throughout the 4-decade span, and they typically reflect the lowest class of occupations.33 While
the data show that over time the percentage of people in both races in those occupations declines,
the percentage for black heads of households employed in those jobs was significantly higher

32

Central Midlands Regional Planning Council, ed., The Improvement of the Seaboard Park Neighborhood,
Columbia, S.C (Columbia, 1973).
33 Data from the 1890 Census was not included because it was lost in a fire.
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than that of their white counterparts. Accordingly, the higher paying, white color jobs were
concentrated among the white heads of households.
Table 234
Census
Year

Race

# in designated occupations *

White
3 ***
Black
84
White
17
1900
Black
68
White
1 ***
1910
Black
52
*the designated occupations being laborer, servant, or washer
**total # of heads of households that had occupations listed
***these heads of households were all laborers
1880

Total **

Percentage

135
255
185
259
234
309

2.2%
33%
9.2%
27%
0.4%
17%

While Arsenal Hill was visibly more segregated at a micro level in 1900, the
development of suburbs expanded segregation efforts and allowed the new neighborhoods to
become havens for white residents. One of the first of the new suburbs to be annexed into the
City of Columbia (in 1913) was Shandon. Shandon’s annexation set the stage for further
expansion eastward where primarily white residents could move to “escape” the changing
downtown landscape. Once constructed, these neighborhoods began to solidify their racial
exclusivity by incorporating racially restrictive covenants in the deeds that prevented black
families from purchasing one of those homes. The situational and largely informal forces that
dictated where black families lived slowly became formalized as the Jim Crow Era progressed –
racially restrictive covenants were only the first step towards this. The main factor contributing
to the formalization of segregation were the Home Owner’s Loan Corporation security maps
which are discussed in the next section.

34

Occupation Breakdown of Arsenal Hill Residents by Race; US Decennial Census 1880, 1900, 1910, Columbia SC
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VI. Formalization of Segregation
Home Owner’s Loan Corporation Security Maps
Following the creation of the Home Owner’s Loan Corporation (HOLC) in 1933, local
agencies were created in cities all over the United States to produce “security maps” that divided
the city into neighborhoods characterized by factors related to the riskiness of lending. In
Columbia, the security maps encompassed the downtown region and incorporated suburbs, and
they excluded regions that are primarily business or industrial. A trend that the maps initially
reveal is that the areas that are older and in the original city limits are more likely to receive the
lower ratings of C or D while the newer suburbs are more likely to receive higher ratings of A or
B. This trend exists not simply because the neighborhoods are older, but also because the higher
rated neighborhoods were built from ‘white flight’ and were essentially the racially
homogeneous model neighborhoods that characterized a safe investment.
Along with the security maps, the HOLC also had “area descriptions” that broke down
each important element of the neighborhood to show the justification for the rating. These area
descriptions note the favorable and detrimental influences that pervade through the region and
include data on the racial makeup, average salary, and property ownership. In addition to the area
description, there was a holistic analysis of Columbia that included information on the general
development of the city, the existing access to mortgages, and the demographics of residents.

HOLC in Arsenal Hill
On the HOLC maps, Arsenal Hill is split into two neighborhood sections – D2 and C9.
These two regions extend into areas outside of the Arsenal Hill neighborhood, but together they
encompass the study region. The northeastern corner of Arsenal Hill is C9 while the remainder is
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D2. To distinguish between the two regions, I will go through the descriptions of each provided
by the HOLC.
Figure 335

C9 – Elmwood
Sitting in the northeast corner of Arsenal Hill, the C9 portion of the study area is bound
by Laurel, Gadsden, Elmwood, and Assembly Streets. This portion matches up with the
historically favorable and elite area of Arsenal Hill at the “top of the hill.” Among the favorable
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HOLC Security Map for Columbia with Arsenal Hill noted in the red box
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elements of the region are its proximity to the central business district and the fact that 75% of
the streets are paved compared to 26% for Columbia overall. The file also indicates that the area
is inhabited by “majority salesmen, clerical workers and skilled mechanics” that make on
average $2,250 annually, which was above the median for Columbia residents. Importantly, this
portion of the neighborhood had no black residents. This marks a change from the 1880, 1900,
and 1910 Census data that show the presence of black families in this region and is also reflected
through the area description that states that the “infiltration” of non-white residents “has now
stopped.” Having to work within an established neighborhood with pre-existing living patterns,
segregation has crept into Arsenal Hill by creating pockets of white blocks intended to save the
status of the area.
The C9 neighborhood, in isolation, is close to what the HOLC would want in a
neighborhood. The homes were well maintained and benefited from the prestige of the nearby
Governor’s Mansion. However, the proximity to D-grade neighborhoods introduced uncertainty
as well as the specter that the old age of the buildings would begin deteriorating and dragging
down the wealthier parts of the neighborhood. This concern was supported, in the eyes of HOLC
evaluators, by the lack of a strong recovery in home values after the 1929 depression. It also
seems that there was concern over keeping the C9 region residential with mentions of the heavy
traffic from Elmwood Ave and the surrounding business properties.
D2 – West of Downtown
The remainder of the Arsenal Hill neighborhood is encased in the D2 region. Its file does
not display nearly as many favorable influences as C9, as it consisted solely of the area’s close
proximity to the resident’s sources of employment and to the business district. Detrimental
influences, however, fill the page. Setting up the tone for the remainder of the list of factors, the
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first detrimental influence is the “mixture of grades of population and clash of social classes”,
referring to the racial heterogeneity of the region. The report then comments on the visual
detriments, with vandalism abound, no paved streets, and “dilapidated” homes. Additionally,
many of the homes lack connection to utilities such as gas, telephone and sewage.
The tenants in the D2 area are described as “low grade”, and the file states that they
“accentuate the unsanitary living conditions.” The description of the tenants likely refers to the
large black population, many of whom were low-income (the estimated average annual family
income of D2 residents is $600) and working-class families that utilize government relief
programs. The total population of the D2 area is described as slowly declining, and the demand
for home purchasing is low. Most of small single-story homes are rented, with less than 20%
owner occupied. Not surprisingly, then, access to mortgages for home purchasing or building is
“very limited” in D2. In sum, while it is clear that while some of their descriptions are based on
objective observations (i.e., lack of connection to utilities), the framing of the detrimental
influences reveals social and racial biases on the part of the HOLC.
C9 and D2 Comparison
These two security map area descriptions indicate that while C9 and D2 are in the same
neighborhood, they have very different makeups and, thus, received different treatment. First, the
residents of C9 were wealthier with an average annual income of $2,250 (range of $1,500 –
$50,000) compared to $600 (range of $300 - $2000) for D2. The two sections had significantly
different home ownership rates – 90% compared to 15%. As way of comparison, the 1930
Census reported that only 31.3% of Columbia residents were homeowners, so the residents of C9
were in a privileged category relative to other white residents as well. As homeowners with more
financial security, C9 residents were able to maintain their homes and keep up with repairs while
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D2 residents were at the mercy of their profit driven landlords who would not complete repairs at
a consistent basis. Indeed, many of the detrimental factors are not in the control of the residents
but rather the responsibility of landlords, such as connection to utilities.
While the landlords are to blame for some of the conditions of the D2 region, the local
government is also to blame for other detrimental influences. Two examples of this are the lack
of public bus facilities and the unpaved streets. As D2 is occupied by low-income families that
likely do not have access to cars, their reliance on public transportation should be reason enough
to have greater access to bus facilities. As for the unpaved streets, this reflects the priorities of
the local government on which regions they think should be paved. Seventy-five percent of the
C9 roads are paved, likely due to the greater political leverage that the white residents have and
the influence of the Governor’s Mansion. The file for D2 explains that there are issues with
terrain that are augmented by the lack of storm sewers.
Each of the issues that D2 has builds on each other and contributes to a continuation and
exacerbation of the condition of the area. Paved roads and sidewalks that have proper storm
drains would greatly increase the appeal of the area. The issue, however, is that there is no
incentive for the government to favor poor black neighborhoods that do not provide the same
financial benefit or political support that wealthier white neighborhoods would. It is easier for
the government to support new suburbs that are higher tax contributors and are comprised of
people with greater influence. A clarifying remark included in the D2 file is that the City Health
Department began requiring that homeowners connect their homes to sewage systems so that
residents can have proper indoor plumbing. Requiring landlords to maintain a certain standard in
their homes so that tenants can have a reasonably maintained home in this way is what the local
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government should have been doing to greater extent. Instead, this largely unregulated and
ignored area continued to decline.

Impacts of Neighborhood Grading
Access to Mortgages
According to the HOLC, both C9 and D2 were not the most desirable neighborhoods. Yet
while mortgages were amply available for certain parts of C9 and limited in others, mortgages
were very limited for home purchase and building in D2. In addition to the neighborhood
descriptions, the HOLC analysis of Columbia included information on which banks were active
in the city and their access to funds. In 1936, the bulk of residential mortgages were granted by
federal and state-chartered savings and loan associations while banks and trusts, relatively new
players in the mortgage market, granted less than a quarter of what the former granted.
A noteworthy local bank is Victory Savings Bank, which was formed in 1921 and run by
and for black people. Victory was one of five banks or trusts that provided residential mortgages,
but it had significantly fewer resources for Columbia residents to utilize, with only $71,200 in
assets compared to $27,847,100 for all of the other bank and trust companies (0.26% of total
market share). Table 3 is a reproduction of the data from the HOLC file for Columbia. Assuming
that Victory was one of the primary lending institutions for black residents, the lack of lending
assets represented an additional disadvantage compared to their white counterparts.
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Table 3: Resources for Banks and Trust Companies36
Resources ($)
So. Carolina Natl. Bk
Lower Main St. Bk.
Citizens & So. Bk. of
S.C.
1st Natl. Bank
Victory Savs. Bank
Totals

16,045,000
1,748,400
5,796,300

Residential
Mortgages ($)
387,000
135,000
105,300

Residential mtgs. made
1936 + 10 mos. 1937 ($)
696,400
463,700
394,900

Residential real
estate ($)
77,300
27,000
0

4,186,200
71,200
27,847,100

75,000
10,900
713,200

45,000
500
1,600,500

0
6,500
110,800

Compounding the disadvantage is the fact that lending from banks only accounted for 9% of all
residential mortgages, with the largest proportion of mortgages being held by state and federally
chartered savings and loan associations and the second largest by insurance companies. Both of
those groups were also unlikely to lend to black residents, and even less likely to lend after the
establishment of the HOLC and its grading system.
To further demonstrate the differential incomes and need for financing, Table 4 is of a
survey taken of 15.2% of the Columbia population in 1934 on the income distribution for white
and black residents.
Table 4: Income Classes by Race37
Families
Income classes (in
White (%)
Negro (%)
dollars)
No Income
1.9
3.6
1-499
14.8
72.1
500-999
20.5
20.6
1,000-1,499
15.9
2.6
1,500-1,999
15.7
0.9
2,000-2,999
15.9
0.2
3,000-4,999
11.8
0.0
5,000-6,999
2.2
0.0
7,000-9,999
0.8
0.0
10,000-14,999
0.3
0.0
15,000 and Over
0.2
0.0
Number of families in sample: White – 1,008; Negro – 689; Total – 1697

Total (%)
2.6
38.1
20.5
10.5
9.7
9.5
7.0
1.3
0.5
0.2
0.1

36
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37 Home Owner’s Loan Corporation, pg 27
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Most black families concentrate around an income between $1 and $499 annually, which is
significantly lower than white families – 62.8% of whom make more than $1,000. While the file
for D2 does not distinguish between the incomes of white and black residents, with an estimated
average of $600 annually but a spread of $300 to $2,000 you can comfortably assume that the
black residents are making wages typical of black Columbia residents, with the white residents
of D2 pushing the overall average up slightly.
The D2 file also indicates that the primary way for residents in D-graded neighborhoods
to get loans for home buying is through individuals rather than institutions. At a time when the
government was becoming increasingly involved in the mortgage granting process, it is
disappointing to see that the access to loans was not extended to those that would most greatly
benefit from them. It is important to note that the limited access to mortgages for black residents
reported by the HOLC was from data collected in 1937. With the creation of the security maps
and other federal loan programs in 1930s, access to mortgages for D2 was going to remain low
and was even likely to become more limited for C9.
Abandonment of Downtown
The grades the HOLC assigned to neighborhoods were not only indicative of how the
neighborhood was viewed at the time but also reflected the ways neighborhoods would be treated
in the future. D-grade neighborhoods were already considered by investors to be areas to avoid
because of their racial composition. However, C-grade neighborhoods were rated lower simply
for being located next to D-grade areas. Thus, the granting of a C-grade acted as a signal to those
residents that their neighborhood was changing and that they should consider moving to a higher
graded area. This designation of neighborhoods, in combination with a reduced access to
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mortgages, thus created a self-fulfilling prophecy whereby the neighborhoods that were ranked at
the bottom could not change their outcomes.
Most of the D- and C-graded neighborhoods concentrated in the central downtown area
of Columbia. In many ways, these ratings laid the groundwork for the start of the major pushes
by federal, state, and local institutions to rethink the ways that the downtown area of cities is
organized. With more encouragement from the federal government to focus on the layout and
organization of its urban spaces, local governments began to play larger roles in dictating the
way that residents lived and interacted with each other.38
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VII. Changing Landscapes
Public Housing
Before the local government began to take steps in reshaping the downtown area, public
housing was promoted to support Columbia residents that were affected by the of the Great
Depression. The Columbia Housing Authority was formed in 1934 to work on the plans for lowcost housing in Columbia.39 The first public housing project was completed in 1937 and other
projects followed in suit. 40 While the projects were well intentioned, they were also harbinger of
the damage that urban renewal was going to do to residents. With each new development, homes
had to be demolished. Mayor Lawrence Owens was quoted in The State newspaper in 1937
stating that the next housing project was going to be located where “the worst slums of the city
are now”.41 This would, of course, require that those homes be demolished and rebuilt under the
housing authority. The following year, however, legal action was taken by a Columbia resident
to prevent the construction of federally sponsored public housing. Cross-examination during the
trial revealed that the members of the Housing Authority could not guarantee that the residents of
the homes that were demolished for the construction of public housing would be rehoused. In
addition, only 3 out of the 54 families that were displaced for the construction of a public
housing project were rehoused in the new development.42
The issue of rehousing displaced residents is one that continued to plague Columbia. By
1943, there were three public housing projects for civilians and one project for defense
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workers.43 Public housing was the first attempt made by the local government to tackle both the
issues of affordable housing and slum clearance. It was slowly overtaken, however, by the more
systematic, larger scale urban rehabilitation (later known as urban renewal).

Housing Regulation
The shift in the city’s approach to housing came in 1953 with a proposed ordinance titled
“Sub-standard Housing Ordinance”. The Ordinance would create a list of required elements that
each home would be required to have, including an indoor full bath, hot and cold running water,
and fully screened windows and doors.44 Until this point, the local government had not played a
role in ensuring that homes were built to a certain standard. In addition to those requirements, the
ordinance would allow the City to fine the owner or demolish the home if it did not meet the
requirements.45 On its introduction, the Ordinance caused an uproar in Columbia, specifically
with landlords who had been profiting off of rental of homes that were not close to meeting the
proposed standard. The passage and enforcement of the ordinance would mean that most of the
homes they own would either have to be substantially renovated or demolished.
The Ordinance was passed in 1954 and was immediately challenged by residents and
taken to court.46 It worked its way up to the South Carolina Supreme Court, which ruled in
Richards v City of Columbia (1955) that it was within the city’s rights to create the Ordinance
and enforce housing code in such a way. 47 Thus, with the passage of the Substandard Housing
Ordinance, the local government gained the power to condemn and demolish homes based on
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their condition in order to advance the public’s interest. Following the upholding of the
Ordinance was the creation of Columbia’s Urban Rehabilitation Commission in 1955, which
would oversee the enforcement of housing code and condemnation of buildings. 48

Urban Renewal
Fearing the decline of the urban population with suburbanization of residences and retail,
cities began to focus on ways to rebuild the appeal of urban spaces. The Urban Rehabilitation
Commission was quick to come up with two approaches to renewing downtown Columbia. The
first was a community-based campaign called ‘Fight Blight’. Fight Blight motivated residents
that were fearful of the spread of blight to their neighborhoods, and the gains from the campaign
were surface level. The second approach was slum clearance. Slum clearance had a widespread
impact on Columbia and Arsenal Hill in particular because it was rooted in the belief that the
only way to ‘save’ certain neighborhoods was to clear the land and redevelop it.
Fight Blight
In 1956, the Urban Rehabilitation Commission held a meeting with a former FHA official
G. Yates Cook. Cook introduced the Commission to the ‘Fight Blight’ program which the FHA
had used to some success in Baltimore. Cook, who was hired as a housing consultant, spoke in
favor of the program by highlighting that “the responsibility for run down neighborhoods doesn’t
rest solely with city hall, the landlords, or the tenants, but it is a mutual problem which needs
community-wide cooperation.”49 Columbia decided to adopt this approach and the campaign
against blight soon began. In an attempt to popularize the effort to eliminate blight, the
Commission sponsored advertisements in The State that depicted blight as a ghost with the words
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“Creepy Blight” on its chest. 50 The Mayor proclaimed April to be ‘Fight Blight’ Month and
created a list of things that residents could do to conserve the beauty of the community, including
collecting their litter, keeping their yards clean, and checking for signs of “creeping
deterioration” in their homes. 51 Students were even involved in the campaign by participating in
contests and doing clean-up projects that were held throughout the month as well.52
While the campaign was successful at painting homes, planting trees, and clearing streets,
it was not enough to eliminate community blight. The campaign could only have limited success
in Arsenal Hill and neighborhoods alike because there was a fundamental misunderstanding of
what was causing the sort of blight that the City of Columbia wanted to eliminate. Fight Blight
was at best a preventative measure for privileged, families that were already motivated and had
the time and money to devote to such a cause. Despite the city winning second place in a
national competition for city beautification, neglected neighborhoods continued to deteriorate.
The expansiveness of the campaign, however, reflected the continued fear that white residents in
nicer areas of Columbia had of the spread of blight into their neighborhoods, which would in
turn lower property values and decrease neighborhood desirability. By the time of the Fight
Blight campaign, Arsenal Hill was facing years of neglect by both landlords and the local
government that could not be eradicated by this program. Cleaning up litter on streets meant little
for Arsenal Hill where many of the roads remained unpaved into the 1950s and 1960s. In
addition, repainting exteriors also would not solve the issue of crumbling foundations.
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Slum Clearance
The Urban Rehabilitation Commission’s second approach, slum clearance, was an
attempt at forcing the elimination of blight in neighborhoods – like Arsenal Hill – that were not
seeing improvement from the ‘Fight Blight’ campaign. Armed with the power of the now-legal
sub-standard housing ordinance, the Commission embarked on a new mission of clearing the
slums themselves.
Condemnation Through Photographs
Two of the Commission members, Joseph Winter and Mabel Payne, developed extensive
photograph collections of homes that were being monitored for blight. This was a common
process used by commissions across the U.S. to prove that the homes were in disrepair and
therefore required demolition. Robert Moses, the head of the Committee on Slum Clearance in
New York City, headed the largest slum clearance project in the US and used photographs as a
way to advance his work. Moses’s images were intended to show that the homes were beyond
repair and demolition was the only way to recover the neighborhood. An analysis by Themis
Chronopoulos of one of Moses’ brochures, however, revealed that more than a third of the
homes photographed were not convincing in demonstrating blight. Chronopoulos further argues
that Moses and his committee were able to use these unconvincing photographs because the local
government (and judges, when a case against the committee went to the New York Court of
Appeals) argued that an area did not need to be entirely comprised of blighted residential
properties for the clearance of land to be legal. City officials across the U.S. believed that urban
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areas were desperately in need of redevelopment as they were being largely abandoned by
wealthy white residents, so they were quick to give their approval.53
Joseph Winter and Mabel Payne extensively photographed Arsenal Hill, along with other
neighborhoods in Columbia, in order to document blight. The photographic record demonstrates
that homes in Arsenal Hill were in mixed condition; some homes were clearly in need of repair
while others were in sound condition. A planning document produced by the Central Midlands
Regional Planning Council in 1973 outlined the classifications of conditions for homes: sound,
substandard and dilapidating. Sound structures were characterized as providing for “safe and
healthy habitation” and having regular maintenance. Substandard structures feature “insecure
foundations and walls, cracked paint, missing window panes … and miscellaneous indications of
insufficient maintenance”. Dilapidated structures “possess structural defects which are serious
enough to warrant removal of the building.”54 The definitions of each contain some objective
measures such as missing windowpanes, but they also provide room for the Commission
members to overstate the disrepair of structures. For example, these two photos are of two

1710 Pulaski St (1965)

1927 Pulaski St (1967)
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properties on Pulaski St that were demolished, and they demonstrate the varying conditions of
homes. The home on the left55 can more easily be characterized as substandard because of its
missing siding panels, but the home on the right56 does not exhibit signs of insufficient
maintenance that would make it beyond repair. Most of the homes in Arsenal Hill were not in
perfect condition, and many had some need for repairs such as the missing handrail dowels in the
second photo. However, many of those repairs did not necessitate that the home be demolished.
From the above images, which the Commission used as documentation of blight, only the first
photo is convincing.
In addition to the subjective interpretation of the home conditions, the Commission saw
slum clearance as a neighborhood-wide issue rather than a structure-specific one. All homes in a
neighborhood did not need to be considered dilapidated for the area to be redeveloped. Rather,
echoing the approach Moses took in redeveloping parts of New York, only parts of an area
would need to match the criteria. Grouping neighborhoods in this way for redevelopment was
challenged by a Washington, DC resident in court, but ultimately the Supreme Court ruled in
Berman v Parker (1954) that each individual building in a neighborhood did not have to be
blighted in order to clear the whole area as long as city developers say that the project would not
be successful without being treated as a whole. 57 Thus, while many of the homes in Arsenal Hill
were not beyond repair, they were grouped together so the commission could more easily
redevelop.
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Redevelopment Plans
North-South Freeway
The city could not take land for redevelopment without having a plan and demonstrating
the public benefit of it, so accordingly the city came up with the Columbia Area Transportation
Study (COATS) which outlined the goal of creating a series of interchanges that would go
through the downtown region to connect the new interstates. 58 In 1966 the plan was proposed,
and by 1969 there was a document – the Central City Master Plan – created to outline the
specifics of the project’s North-South Freeway that would go through Arsenal Hill. The
freeway’s path was intended to cut through the western half of the neighborhood and affect
Pulaski and Wayne Streets – streets with majority black residents. The plan describes Arsenal
Hill as a neighborhood that has “mostly dilapidated or deteriorating” residential properties that
are “being replaced by various retail, service and industrial uses.” 59 The North-South Freeway
represents the intersection of the federal push for highway development encouraged by the
Federal Highway Act of 1956 and the local push to clear out blighted neighborhoods. This
freeway, along with several others proposed in the transportation study, was a convenient way
for the local government to seek redevelopment of Arsenal Hill.
The Central City Master Plan has several maps of Arsenal Hill that reveal the state of the
neighborhood at the time. Figure 4 shows that the existing land use of Columbia and the western
half of Arsenal Hill was primarily comprised of low and medium density residential structures
and industrial structures, while the eastern half was a greater mix of public space, government
properties, residential and retail. Figure 5 depicts the conditions of the structures in the
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neighborhood. The deteriorating and dilapidated blocks tend to overlap with the residential
blocks, and the blocks labeled as dilapidated concentrate in the western half of the neighborhood.
These maps echo the consensus by city planners that the residential buildings in the
neighborhood were beyond renovation and further highlights the issue of whether homes were
correctly categorized as deteriorating and in need of demolition. There are two versions of the
Master Plan. Both involve the freeway cutting through Arsenal Hill, but option A is to a lesser
extent – option B was later identified as the preferred plan and is shown in Figure 6. The
northeastern half of Arsenal Hill would be a mix of low density residential and governmental
structures while the residential zones on the western half would be eliminated and replaced with
public open space or commercial zoning.
Figure 4: Existing Predominant Land Use (1969)60
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Figure 5: Existing Condition of Structure (1969)

Figure 6: Master Plan Alternative B (1969)
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In 1973, several years after the creation of the Master Plan, the Improvement of Seaboard
Park plan was created as a follow up to focus on the development plan for Arsenal Hill – which
at the time was referred to as Seaboard Park. The plan begins by stating that the neighborhood is
“now more of a detriment to the social, cultural, and economic betterment of the capital” and,
interestingly, cite one of the goals for the plan as having the available housing “accommodate all
races and age groups.”61 The planning committee said that Arsenal Hill displayed “limited racial
heterogeneity” because 89% of the residents are non-white, a claim that would not have been
made had the neighborhood been 89% white. 62
The continuing influence of the HOLC security maps can be seen through the way that
this planning document describes the different areas of Arsenal Hill. For example, the
northeastern corner, which includes the Governor’s Mansion, is the only section that is described
as a historic residential neighborhood even though all of Arsenal Hill is equally historic. The
plan also notes other ‘positive’ influences in the area, such as the governmental buildings and
named ante-bellum residences. The rest of Arsenal Hill, however, is described in terms of the
“visual pollution,” vacant lots, and low-income families. The division between these two
subsections of Arsenal Hill aligns with the division that was present with the HOLC maps – the
northeast corner had a C grade while the rest had a D grade. Parallels continue with the
descriptions of the presence of blight in the community. Out of 763 total dwelling units, 175 are
considered overcrowded (more than 1.01 people per room), 298 lack some or all plumbing
facilities, and 55 have no flush toilet.63 These are significant detriments that were also outlined in
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the HOLC area descriptions. The Seaboard Park planning document also notes that there are
large concentrations of unpaved streets and a lack of gutter and storm sewers. With an almost 40year gap between the publication of the HOLC security maps and this planning document, the
same issues that plagued Arsenal Hill continued to do so.
Throughout the Seaboard Park planning document, the proximity of Arsenal Hill to the
central business district was noted as the main motivator for its inclusion in the redevelopment
plan. That is to say that the city planners were not necessarily concerned with the conditions of
homes that people were living in, but rather their concern was with the existence of blighted
structures close to the main business district of the city. The goal of redevelopment was to see
the economic improvement of Columbia, and this was a common motivation for other city
developers.
With each successive update on the development plan for Arsenal Hill, the North-South
Freeway became a less and less discussed feature. The 1977 plan update for Arsenal Hill did not
make mention of Pulaski and Wayne Streets because of the proposed freeway. While there had
not yet been significant progress on the plan to construct the North-South Freeway, developers
were wary to construct on those streets because they did not know if it would conflict with the
future plans from the city.64 In 1979, however, the Columbia Record confirmed that the plan to
create the North-South Freeway had been abandoned because of financing concerns and the
disruptions that construction would cause.65 This meant that the pause on development in the
neighborhood because of concerns for the freeway left Arsenal Hill with the same neglected
homes and vacant lots.
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Construction of New Housing
In 1974, the Central Midlands Regional Planning Council published a five-year progress
report on the Central City Master Plan to show the status on the various development plans. The
most notable update was the data on the number of residential structures that had been
demolished. Between 1969 and 1974, 771,900 sq. ft of residential structures were demolished
while only 651,000 sq. ft of residential structures were built, resulting in a negative net change of
121,000 sq. ft. The benchmark goal for total housing in Columbia for 1985 was set at 7,200,000
sq. ft which is about 3 million more than the 1974 level of 3,979,000 sq. ft. 66 The 1977 plan
update showed that there was no construction or renovation of a residential structure in Arsenal
Hill since the 1973 update. This delay in construction reflects one of the most prominent issues
with redevelopment: insufficient housing for families displaced by demolition. The State
examined the housing issue in 1969 and reported on the significant lack of housing as urban
rehabilitation pressed forward. In their reporting, it became evident that the Columbia Housing
Authority had a waitlist of 1,500 applicants for an opening in low-rent housing.67 The burden of
providing affordable housing fell on the housing authority because private developers did not see
an economic incentive to provide it. Thus, families were pushed out of homes that were deemed
substandard yet not provided with assistance to obtain affordable housing. This situation was
compounded by the fact that the displaced were primarily tenants, and when their homes were
acquired by the city, only the property owners were compensated.
Residents that could get into affordable housing, however, were not guaranteed better
living conditions than they had prior. Under Section 235 of the Housing Act of 1968, individuals
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were able to secure FHA insured loans for low cost housing, but this policy was taken advantage
of by developers that built substandard housing compared to federal public housing, which had
requirements on the quality of the construction. The New York Times reported in 1972 that there
was rampant use of Section 235 in Columbia to build poor quality homes outside of the
downtown area, for example, the Lincolnshire development in eight miles north of the
Statehouse. Most of the people displaced by urban renewal were renters, and many had little
experience with taking care of a home on their own and there was no assistance provided. Since
the homes were often outside of the city limits, individuals that had been to use public
transportation or walk to work had to find other sources of transportation. The article also notes
that the FHA was concerned primarily with constructing as many homes as they could and
therefore relaxed some of the inspection guidelines. 68 In sum, while the goal of urban renewal
was to eliminate slum neighborhoods, it mainly succeeded in relocating the slum neighborhoods
from downtown Columbia to the outskirts of the city.
Governor’s Hill
While most of the 1977 Seaboard Park plan was dedicated to the redevelopment of
primarily white occupied homes and non-residential zoning, it discusses the plan to develop the
block that sits at the top of the large urban park. The homes in this block were classified as both
deteriorating and dilapidated, and developers wanted to take advantage of the prime location and
the view for a new residential development. The planning document stated that to enhance the
desirability of residence in the block, they would have to tear down the structures that are in the

68

John Herbers; Special to The New York Times, “Outlying Housing for Blacks in Columbia, S.C. Assailed,” The New
York Times, March 26, 1972, sec. Archives, https://www.nytimes.com/1972/03/26/archives/outlying-housing-forblacks-in-columbia-sc-assailed-program-said-to.html.

44

park below it to improve the view.69 Initially acquired by the Columbia Housing Authority, it
was later sold to the City of Columbia for $502,000. 70 The block was cleared but sat as a parking
lot for federal employees until 1990 when former Mayor Kirk Finlay proposed it to be developed
into a residential sub-division for wealthy Columbia residents called Governor’s Hill. This had
been a project that was on Finlay’s radar while he was Mayor in the 80s but was not realized
until 1990. Finlay’s stated vision was to bring back the prestige that Arsenal Hill used to have in
its early years. He suggested that the lots would be able to be marketed for $150,000 each, and
homes would be sold for around $500,000 or more – a price significantly higher than what any
former resident of Arsenal Hill would be able to afford.71 Many of the blocks in Arsenal Hill that
were cleared had been turned into low- and moderate-income townhouses, leading Finlay and
others to view Governor’s Hill as a way to elevate the area.
The block that Governor’s Hill was to be built on had attracted criticism from the public
over the years because it was a block taken for the purposes of redevelopment in the 1970s but
was then sold to private homeowners. The Save Sidney Park Coalition was created in 1993 to
combat the Governor’s Hill development.72 The Coalition believed the development to be a
violation of the law because land taken from condemnation ought to remain in public use, as
stated in the deed restrictions. A state judge, however, disagreed and allowed the development to
proceed in August of 1993 despite a petition asking for a public vote on the matter with 13,000
signatures.73 Once development commenced, lots were sold quickly, but it took a few years for
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construction on homes to pick up. Today, Governor’s Hill is the only luxury development of its
kind in Arsenal Hill.
The City’s other attempt to revitalize Arsenal Hill was through the creation of an urban
park known then as Sidney Park which sat under Governor’s Hill. This area began as a park in
the early 1800s but was then converted into a railway interchange for Seaboard Air Line
Railroad from 1899 until the 1960s when it was given back to the City.74 Upon its return, Mayor
Finlay began developing ideas on how to refresh the park so it could be the focal point of
Columbia.75 The park, later renamed Finlay Park after the late Mayor, featured a beautiful water
fountain and extensive landscaping intended to draw Columbians to the downtown area.
However, Finlay Park fell into the same pattern that the rest of Arsenal Hill did. Years of neglect
from the city and poor construction methods resulted in the slow deterioration of the park,
leaving it largely unused today.
Urban Renewal’s Legacy
The numerous failed attempts to make Arsenal Hill into an attractive neighborhood for
residential and commercial development has resulted in a neighborhood characterized by an
assortment of half-finished development projects. Beginning as the preeminent residential
neighborhood in Columbia, the eastern half of Arsenal Hill is now primarily a business district
comprised of private offices and government buildings. Below that is Finlay Park, the once loved
and well-trafficked park that is now poorly maintained and mostly visited by the homeless
population. Finlay Park is juxtaposed by the Governor’s Hill residential development, which
features a tall brick wall around it that carries a sense of exclusivity. While both the park and
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Governor’s Hill were attempts to make Arsenal Hill more desirable, they did not influence the
development of similar projects.
In other parts of Arsenal Hill there are pockets of residential blocks where original
structures still stand. Some are well maintained while others are in need of repair. Most notably,
the 1700 block of Wayne St is well preserved, likely due to the influence of prominent residents
such as Richard Samuel Roberts, a famous black photographer. Other parts of Wayne and
Pulaski Streets still feature large sections of vacant unkempt land. This land was once the site of
homes, but later demolished in anticipation of the North-South Freeway development. In recent
years, a few residential developments have been constructed in Arsenal Hill – primarily along
Pulaski St – and while they are cheaper than Governor’s Hill, they come decades too late for
families that were displaced from urban renewal.
The racial makeup of Arsenal Hill today is also a stark contrast from its history. Starting
as a mixed neighborhood in 1880 with black people making up 60% of its population, Arsenal
Hill became increasingly black as white residents began to move out of the neighborhood. By
1973, at the peak of urban renewal efforts, Arsenal Hill was 89% non-white.76 Today, however,
the situation has nearly flipped, with black residents only making up 13.5% of the
neighborhood.77 The changes to the physical landscape can be seen by all, but not the
accompanying loss of history for the oldest neighborhood in Columbia.
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VIII. Conclusion
As is the story for urban areas all over the United States, black residents of Arsenal Hill
began at a disadvantage and continued to be disregarded by local, state, and federal governments
until they were forced out of the neighborhood altogether. The unfolding of the process was
multi-layered, and each element compounded on each other. Black residents in Arsenal Hill
during the time of slavery began living in the least desirable parts of the neighborhood, and
throughout the early Jim Crow Era the neighborhood began to slowly micro-segregate. With the
development of suburbs, white residents were able to move out of Arsenal Hill and built their
own ideal, racially homogenous neighborhoods. From this point, the federal and local
governments became involved in formalizing racial segregation by allowing racially restrictive
covenants in the deeds of homes and in the creation of the HOLC security maps. Residents of
Columbia began to base their moving patterns on the security maps and covenants that allowed
premier neighborhoods to be coveted and undesirable neighborhoods, such as Arsenal Hill, to
deteriorate.
Landlords and absent city governments allowed the conditions of tenant occupied
properties in Arsenal Hill to become blighted. Lacking an economic incentive, landlords could
get by without maintaining their properties, and city councils did little to prevent it. Columbia’s
1952 housing ordinance did little to encourage landlords to renovate their homes because there
were too many far from saving. If anything, the ordinance provided an excuse for city developers
to seek the rehabilitation of neighborhoods like Arsenal Hill. Black residents of Arsenal Hill,
who were primarily tenants, did not have the capital necessary to be able to either keep up with
repairs in their homes or move to better places.
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While some of the intentions of urban renewal may have been good, economic benefit
quickly came to trump social good in the formation of city master plans. The homes that black
residents lived in were low tax contributors and lowered the social clout of Arsenal Hill. The
patterns of home demolition during urban renewal paralleled the neighborhoods labeled as least
desirable in the HOLC security maps. Forced to leave their homes and without the ability to
move into better neighborhoods, former residents were left with few options, and many moved
into areas with homes that fell into the same state of disrepair that they had left. Thus, black
residents in Arsenal Hill, and in Columbia more generally as well, were stuck in a cycle of
poverty and inequality.
Still, questions regarding the plight of Arsenal Hill residents remain. Further research
could provide insights as to where former residents live now and to further understand what their
experiences were during urban renewal. It would also be worth looking into whether the current
residents of homes that remained in Arsenal Hill are primarily new or long-standing residents,
and to document their experiences in the neighborhood. Arsenal Hill is still undergoing changes,
with individuals buying up properties to renovate and either sell or rent. More generally,
Columbia is facing several new redevelopment projects in neighborhoods on the outskirts of
downtown to accommodate the expanding urban population. It is likely that these new projects
will repeat the past and parallel the renewal of Arsenal Hill in terms of displacement of primarily
minority residents.
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